(1.5L/D; 1.5S)
Instructional Period 6417

Title: Korean War Strategy: the United States, the Soviet Union, and China

Themes:

1. Influence of politics across the full spectrum of warfare

2. Challenges of converting military victory into political success

Introduction: The Korean War surprised the United States, whose strategists were busy developing theories of conflict based on total war along an East-West axis with a European, not Asian, fulcrum. Despite this focus, North Korea’s attack on South Korea underscored NSC-68’s assumption of a conflict of global dimensions. The US/UN response was swift and decisive. Both Moscow and Pyongyang were caught by surprise. Although the Soviet leadership endorsed the North Korean attack, it had no intention of saving North Korea from defeat. Instead, the Soviets persuaded the Chinese to get involved without preparation. Unfortunately, the UN command downplayed the possibility of Chinese intervention and found itself unprepared. 

This instructional period examines the origins, strategy, and course of the Korean War and the role of misperception and miscalculation. These were in part due to cultural incomprehension and failure to appreciate the others’ strategic and domestic political imperatives. The primary focus is on the major political and military decisions made by the United States, the Soviet Union, and China, and the role of ideology and domestic politics in each side’s strategy and military operations. The Korean War was an exhibition of strategic miscalculation: Stalin and Kim Il Sung miscalculated the US response to North Korea’s attack; Truman and MacArthur miscalculated the Chinese response to the US drive into North Korea; and Mao Tse-Tung miscalculated the PLA’s fighting power against the Americans. The approach is to analyze the multiplicity of factors that produced specific decisions, influenced strategic and operational effectiveness, and altered war aims.

Lesson Objective: Assess the political constraints that governed limited war in Korea. PJELA: 1a, 1b, 1c, 2b, 3a, 3c, 4a. SAE: 2, 4, 6. DC: 1, 2, 6.

Desired Learning Outcomes:

1. Analyze the US response to the Korean War, paying particularly attention to the relationship between NSC-68 and the Korean War.

2. Analyze the Communist decision-making and strategy and the role of the Communist alliance before and during the war.

3. Assess the impact of miscalculation and incorrect assumptions and beliefs on both sides.

Questions for Study and Discussion:

1. What were the implications of the Korean War for NSC-68?

2. Why did the Truman administration decide to fight in Korea?

3. Why did Stalin support North Korea’s decision to invade the south?

4. Why did China intervene in the Korean War, and what were Chinese strategy and aims throughout the war?

5. What factors prompted the Communists to accept the truce agreement in July 1953?

6. Why did the Korean conflict remain a limited war?

7. What were the long-term effects of the Korean War on US foreign and military policy? What strategic lessons emerged from the war?

Assigned Readings:

1. Gaddis, John Lewis, “NSC-68 and the Korean War,” Strategies of Containment: A Critical Appraisal of Postwar American National Security Policy, pp. 89–106. (Separate Issue)

2. Stueck, William, “The Road to Chinese Intervention, July–November 1950” Rethinking the Korean War: A New Diplomatic and Strategic History, Chapter 4, 2002, pp. 87–117, 256–259.

3. Stueck, William, “Why the Korean War Did Nor Expand beyond Korea, November 1950–July 1951,” Rethinking the Korean War: A New Diplomatic and Strategic History, Chapter 5, 2002, pp. 118–142, 259–262.

4. Weathersby, Kathryn, “To Attack, or Not to Attack? Stalin, Kim Il Sung, and the Prelude to War,” Cold War International History Project Bulletin, Issue 5, Spring 1995, pp. 1–4.

5. Zhang, Xiaoming and Shen Zhihua, “Ending the Korean Conflict: The Communist Perspective,” The New England Journal of History, Vol. 60, Fall 2003–Spring 2004, pp. 253–275. (Separate Issue; instructions forthcoming). 

Suggested Readings:

Blair, Clay, The Forgotten War: America in Korea 1950–1953.

Gocharov, Sergei N., John W. Lewis and Cue Litai, Uncertain Partners: Stalin, Mao, and the Korean War.

Osgood, Robert, Limited War: The Challenge to American Strategy.

Spanier, John W., The Truman-MacArthur Controversy and the Korean War.

Zhang, Shu Guang, Mao’s Military Romanticism: China and the Korean War, 1950–1953.
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